• IMPROVING STUDENT ACHIEVEMENT •
The 39th poll comes at a time when K-12 schooling is near the top of the agenda in state and national policy discussions, and efforts to improve student achievement dominate those discussions. Chief among the improvement efforts is No Child Left Behind (NCLB), the sweeping federal initiative. Given the importance of this law and the fact that the poll was founded on the belief that public support is a vital component of shaping effective education policy, it is appropriate to open this report with the public's reaction to NCLB and its principal strategy, standardized testing.
Public View of NCLB
Since 2003 the PDK/Gallup Poll has traced the evolving public response to NCLB. The analysis here focuses primarily on the questions asked in the current poll, but readers interested in more detail on the evolution of the public view should consult earlier poll reports.
A question asked every year since 2003 seeks to find out how much people know about NCLB. The responses are reported in Table 1 . For the first time, a majority (54%) say they know a great deal or a fair amount about the law. Sixty-five percent of public school parents give this response. However, 46% of the total group still say they know very little or nothing at all about NCLB. This percentage drops to 35% for public school parents. An important question is whether the gradual gain in knowledge about NCLB is causing the public to have a more favorable or more unfavorable view of the law. Trend data for this question are reported in Table 2 . While 31% say they have a very or somewhat favorable view of the law, 40% say they have a somewhat or very unfavorable view. The percentage selecting one of the two favorable responses has grown by 13% since 2003, while the percentage choosing one of the two unfavorable responses has climbed by 27%. An even stronger unfavorable view of NCLB is held by those who say they know a great deal or a fair amount about the law. This year's poll asked the public whether NCLB is hurting or helping the public schools in the community. Table 3 provides the public's response: 26% believe NCLB is "helping"; 27% believe it is "hurting"; 41% say it is making no difference at all. This is a total of 68% who believe the law is hurting the performance of schools or making no difference. Of those respondents who claim to know a great deal or a fair amount about NCLB, 37% believe it is "hurting" as compared to 28% believing it is "helping." NCLB requires that every student in a school demonstrate proficiency on a state test in 2013-14. This is a high-stakes standard, since failure to meet it will mean that the school will be designated as failing. Table 4 reports the public's expectations in this area. Two-thirds believe this goal is likely to be reached in the local schools. The percentage who say this outcome is very or somewhat likely is down by 14% since 2002, while the percentage saying it is not very or not at all likely is up by 15%. The debate over NCLB includes the question of whether the standard used to judge a school's performance should be the percentage of students passing the state test or the improvement shown on the state test by students in the school. Table 5 reports the public's view: a strong majority (82%) say the standard should be improvement shown by the students. I FINDING: Given the large percentages preferring to judge schools by their students' improvement, it seems fair to suggest that one of the reasons that public opinion with regard to NCLB has become increasingly unfavorable is that the law has focused on the wrong standard of school success.
Students with limited proficiency in English present a unique problem under NCLB. The flexibility NCLB provides with regard to testing is limited to a small percentage of students. Many schools find themselves with three alternatives: give students with limited English the regular test, even though they cannot read it, just so they will count as participating; give them an alternative test that suits their needs but constitutes automatic failure under NCLB; or hold them out of testing, in which case they count as nonparticipating. Table 6 provides the public's views on this problem: 79% believe that students should pass an English proficiency test before their scores are used to judge a school's performance. I FINDING: It seems fair to suggest that the large percentage of the public that holds this view may be another reason why public opinion on NCLB is trending toward the unfavorable.
It had become obvious by 2005 that the number of schools labeled as failing under NCLB was steadily growing. A question added to that year's poll sought to find out whom the public would blame for these increasing numbers. In 2005 and 2006, the public indicated, by narrow margins, that it would blame the schools. In this poll, that view is reversed, with the percentage blaming the schools dropping to 43%, while the percentage saying they would blame the law rises to 49%. The group claiming the most knowledge of NCLB is even more inclined to blame the law. I FINDING: It seems fair to say that the shift from blaming the schools to blaming the law for large numbers of failures means that growing familiarity with NCLB has led to growing disapproval. This shift is important because a law demanding accountability is unlikely to succeed if the public does not blame failures on the schools.
NCLB relies on testing of English and math. Many educators believe that this provision is forcing them to restrict the curriculum in an effort to give more attention to these subjects since they are the ones that count in making adequate yearly progress. Table 8 reports the public's reaction on this issue. While 52% of respondents believe that the curriculum is be-ing narrowed and 36% do not, in a follow-up question (reported in Table 9 ), 93% of the group seeing narrowing said they were very or somewhat concerned about the reduced emphasis on subjects other than English and math. I FINDING: It seems fair to say that the public believes that NCLB's emphasis on English and math is reducing the attention to other subjects and that this is a matter of concern.
One of the most controversial parts of NCLB requires all but a small percentage of special education students to meet the same academic standards as all other students. This has resulted in the special education group's producing the most failures of any of the eight groups measured by NCLB. A large majority of the public believes that special education students should not be required to meet the same standards as all other students. Among those claiming knowledge of NCLB, that opposition is even stronger. I CONCLUSION: What the data say to us is that the public, despite its desire for high standards and accountability, does not approve of the strategies used in NCLB. This dislike of some of the strategies keeps the public from embracing the law, and it is one reason that a plurality say that they will now blame the law if schools fail under NCLB.
Public View of Standardized Testing
The major strategy driving the implementation of NCLB is the use of standardized tests. This has resulted in a great increase in high-stakes testing. The public reaction, reported in Table 11 , is evenly divided between those who believe the increased testing has helped or has hurt the performance of schools. However, more than two-thirds of respondents believe the increased testing has hurt the schools or has made no difference. Table 12 reports on a baseline question that has been asked a number of times to determine how the public feels about the amount of testing in the public schools. This year, 43% say that there is too much testing. This is up marginally (4%) from 2006 and 12% since 2002. The views of public school parents have swung even further toward the view that there is too much testing. This year, 52% of public school parents say there is too much testing. This is up 7% from 2006 and a whopping 20% since 2002. The two remaining questions in this area deal with whether the current emphasis on standardized tests encourages teachers to teach to the test and whether that is a good or bad thing. Tables 13 and 14 report the results. I CONCLUSION: What the data say to us is that the public is growing disenchanted with the increasing reliance on standardized testing. It seems likely that there is no coincidence in the fact that the criticism of standardized testing has developed since standardized testing became the principal strategy in implementing NCLB.
• CHANGING THE PUBLIC SCHOOLS •
Those who seek to improve the public schools tend to divide over the best approach. Here we report on the public's view of the alternatives that are currently being tried. However, before doing so, it is important to place the responses in perspective. In 2002 we first asked a question designed to determine whether the public prefers to seek reform through the existing public school system or through an alternative system. Table 15 reports that 72% of respondents want change in the public schools to come through reforming the existing system. This figure has not varied much between 2002 and today. I FINDING: It seems fair to say that almost three-fourths of the public wants to see improvement come about through reforming the existing public schools and only about one-fourth wants to find an alternative.
Vouchers
The longest-running question related to vouchers in this poll is the one reported on in Table 16 . It is simple and straightforward and avoids the word "vouchers" altogether. Responses have varied over the years. In 1993, 24% favored allowing students and parents to choose a private school to attend at public expense. That figure reached its high point at 46% in 2002 and is now at 39%. Those opposing now number 60%. At least for the past three years, the results appear to have stabilized. In the years leading up to 2002, the poll asked a second question on vouchers, one that also avoided the word "vouchers." It phrased the question somewhat differently, with the focus on government-paid tuition to any public, private, or churchrelated school. This question has drawn some criticism in the past because of the use of the words "all or part." This year, poll planners decided to split the sample and use "all" with one-half and "part" with the other. Tables 18 and 19 provide the results. Considering the two tables together, it is obvious that the results are greatly affected by the use of the "all or part" descriptor. The "all tuition" payment option is rejected by a strong majority of 67%. The "part" option splits the public almost evenly. I CONCLUSION: What the data say to us is that vouchers have a strong core of support but have never been able to convert this base of support into a majority. That would indicate that building a choice component into NCLB has not had a major impact.
Charter Schools
Charter schools may be out of place in this section on alternatives, since they are actually public schools. However, we include them here because they operate outside the normal public school structure. Table 20 provides the data regarding the public's view of these schools. The percentage that favors charter schools has climbed steadily since the question first appeared in the poll. The 60% in favor of charter schools is up 7% from 2006 and up 18% since 2000. I FINDING: It seems fair to say that, if charter schools are considered as an alternative, they are the most popular of the alternatives currently being considered or implemented.
New Forms of Governance
The two alternatives considered here would shift much of the authority for operating the community schools away from the local school board. The first would shift the operation of the schools to a private profit-making corporation, and the second would have the mayor take over the operation of school districts with large percentages of low-performing schools. The 31% in favor of private contracting is up 7% from 2006, and the 39% favoring takeover by the mayor is up 10% from 2006. The results are reported in Tables 21 and 22 . It may be that some of the reaction to these two alternatives is shaped by the respondents' views as to who should determine what is taught in the local schools. This year we repeated a question asking which level of government should have the most say about what is taught in the public schools. The results are reported in Table 23 . The public has always designated the local school board first, the state government second, and the federal government third. While the local school board continues to be the first choice, support has fallen 9% in just one year. I FINDING: It seems fair to say that the public is showing an increasing willingness to shift the decision-making authority over K-12 schools from the local school board to other levels of government.
Virtual Schooling
Virtual schooling refers to the delivery of instruction over the Internet. It may range from schools that provide almost all instruction by this method to those who use it to supplement regular instruction. We asked two questions related to this alternative. The first, which is reported in Table 24 , deals with the reaction to the process itself. The second, which is reported in Table 25 , pushes further by asking respondents if they would be willing to have a child of theirs take most high school courses online instead of in a regular school. While 41% of respondents approve of the practice of earning school credits over the Internet (an 11% increase over 2001), 73% would not be willing to have their own child take most high school courses online (an increase of 24%). I FINDING: It seems fair to say that opposition to earning some credits online may be softening, but opposition to earning most high school credits online is growing stronger.
I CONCLUSION: What the data say to us is that the public is consistent in terms of its desire to have change come through reform of the existing system. While various alternatives are proposed and may draw some support, that support always falls short of the level required to offer a true alternative to the public schools.
• GRADING THE PUBLIC SCHOOLS •
One of the traditions of the PDK/Gallup polls is the series of trend questions in which the public is asked to grade the public schools on a traditional A, B, C, D, and F scale. The same basic question is asked regarding the schools in the community (Table 26) , the school a parent's oldest child attends (Table 27) , and the nation's schools (Table 28) . However, we have made the point repeatedly that there is no such thing as the "nation's" schools. Every school in the nation is someone's community school.
The percentage assigning an A or a B to the schools in the community is at 45%, down marginally (4%) from 2006. As always, parents give the local schools the highest grades, with 53% assigning an A or a B to local schools. Meanwhile, 67% of public school parents give the school their oldest child attends an A or a B, up marginally (3%) from 2006. Just 16% of respondents assign the nation's schools a grade of A or B. I FINDING: It seems fair to say it would be a mistake to shape public policy decisions on data regarding the nation's schools. The schools in the community are the ones the public knows about and cares about.
This year, we repeated a rating question that had not been asked since 1987. Respondents were asked to assign grades to the elementary schools and to the high schools in the community. The results are found in Table 29 . As has historically been the case, high schools receive lower grades than elementary schools. The percentage assigning an A or a B to the elementary schools in 2007 is up 9% from 1987 and up 15% since 1981. The corresponding figure for high schools is up 7% from 1987 and up 15% since 1981. It appears that much of this gain is from the fact that the "don't know" group has substantially declined. I CONCLUSION: What the data say to us is that the public assigns generally high marks to the local public schools and that the level of satisfaction rises the closer the public gets to its schools. At the same time, there is ample room for improvement.
>> COMMENTARY <<

SCHOOLS HAVE STEPPED UP
Like politics, all education is local. Despite what detractors say about "the nation's schools," the closer the public gets to its local public schools, the more it likes them, and this continuing trend reflects well on those who lead schools.
The public's satisfaction with local schools reflects the schools' fulfillment of the diverse mandate given to them. While NCLB counts only that which can be counted, twothirds of the public calls on its schools to see to its children's social and emotional needs in addition to their academic needs, and, if poll numbers are any indication, the schools have stepped up. School leaders can be proud of what they've accomplished, but we still have work to do. Forty percent of the public remains unconvinced that students leave high school ready for college, and only about half believe that students leave high school adequately prepared to do skilled work.
But it's interesting to note that the public doesn't see a solution in NCLB. In fact, the more the public learns about the law, the less it likes it, with 43% pointing to an overemphasis on standardized testing and more than a quarter of those polled asserting the law is actually hurting our children. Further, the public continues to recognize a lack of financial support as, by far, the leading challenge facing its schools.
Policy makers have done an impressive job of ignoring the voice of educators for the past several years. Perhaps the public that puts them in office will have better luck delivering the message: reform NCLB now to emphasize testing less and promote learning more, and provide schools the flexibility and funding they need to fulfill their mission. -Gerald N. Tirozzi, executive director, National Association of Secondary School Principals, Reston, Va.
• SCHOOL EFFECTIVENESS •
Two questions in the poll asked the public to assess how effectively the public schools are performing specific functions. The first question deals with the effectiveness of the schools in meeting the needs of high-achieving students. The results are reported in Table 31 . The second deals with the effectiveness of the schools in preparing students adequately for college, for skilled jobs, or for nonskilled jobs. The results are found in Table 32 . Before turning to school effectiveness, it seemed important to ask people how much they know about the schools. Table 30 summarizes the responses to a question designed to get this information: 83% say they know quite a lot or some about the local schools. I FINDING: It seems fair to say that the importance of a good education has become self-evident and that K-12 schools have moved toward the top of the policy agenda, causing the public to take an increasing interest in its local schools.
With regard to high-achieving students, 61% say that schools are doing an excellent or a good job of meeting the needs of this group. I FINDING: It seems fair to say that the public does not perceive any major problem in relation to the education highachieving students are receiving.
Regarding the adequacy of high school education for a variety of postsecondary choices, 75% strongly agree or somewhat agree that students leave school adequately prepared to do nonskilled jobs, 60% say this about preparation for college, and 50% say this about preparation for skilled jobs. • CURRICULUM •
As a nation we have spent so much time and energy lately on standards, testing, and accountability that we seem to forget sometimes that the purpose of public schools is to provide instruction for students. This section of the poll addresses a variety of issues related to that process.
Role of the Schools
One question explores the responsibility of the schools for dealing with nonacademic issues. Two-thirds of respondents believe that the public schools should be responsible for dealing with the behavioral, social, and emotional needs of students. Table 33 reports the results. I FINDING: It seems fair to say that the public looks to the schools as the one place where all kinds of needs of all kinds of students can be addressed, and that would seem to make schools the logical place to address behavioral, social, and emotional needs.
Standards That Drive the Curriculum
There is a debate going on as part of the reauthorization of NCLB as to whether the standards students are to meet • CLOSING THE ACHIEVEMENT GAP • Closing the achievement gap is a goal of NCLB. Table 36 lists four ways that this might be done. The method drawing the strongest public support is giving low-performing students more instructional time and assistance. It is the only one of the four choices that draws majority support as "very effective." Additional preschool and kindergarten care also draws strong support, with 48% saying "very effective." The remaining two alternatives relate to choice, with the last option taking up the voucher question. I CONCLUSION: What the data say to us is that the public understands what must be done to close the achievement gap and that the methods identified -including more time, more assistance, and increased time outside the regular school day -will require a considerable additional investment in schools.
should be national standards or standards fixed by the state. The public is evenly divided on the question. 
Emphasis on Math and Science
Given the attention that NCLB has drawn to math, it seemed appropriate to ask about the schools' emphasis on science and math in their own right. Table 35 reports the results. The public is equally split between "not enough" and "about the right amount" of emphasis.
>> COMMENTARY <<
CAN WE MEET THE DEMAND?
Americans want their children to learn a foreign language, and they want them to start early. This year's PDK/Gallup Poll found that 85% of the respondents thought it very important or somewhat important for American students to learn a language in addition to English and that 70% of the respondents thought instruction in a second language should begin in elementary school. In the age of globalization, the importance of ability in a foreign language and the potential cultural understanding to be gained through learning that language cannot be overstated.
But the American education system lacks the capacity to meet the rising demand for foreign language instruction, particularly in the languages that have recently emerged as critical for economic, cultural, and national security reasons, such as Chinese and Arabic. These languages have been less commonly taught in the U.S., and the infrastructure for teaching languages other than the traditionally popular ones such as Spanish and French is almost nonexistent: no teachers, no programs, and no curriculum materials. Worse yet, the narrow focus of recent reform initiatives on math, reading, and science continues to consume most of the financial and political resources invested in education at the federal and state levels, leaving schools little freedom to take on new initiatives that do not seem to lead directly to improvement in what is deemed important by NCLB and standardized tests.
There is, however, good news. Technology and globalization can be effectively employed to provide high-quality language education. What is needed is creative thinking, policy support, and funding. -Yong Zhao, University Distinguished Professor and director, U.S.-China Center for Research on Educational Excellence, College of Education, Michigan State University, East Lansing.
• BIGGEST PROBLEM •
It seems appropriate to end this report with the "biggest problem" facing the schools. The public has been asked to identify the top problem in every one of the 39 polls. This is always the first question asked, as a means of eliminating any bias related to the order of the questions. The problems with the most mentions are reported in Table 43 . Over the years, discipline, lack of funding, use of drugs, and fighting/violence/gangs have topped the list. Starting in 2004, poll respondents have identified funding as the major problem schools face. The percentage of mentions for this problem this year is 22%, and no other problem comes close. I FINDING: It seems fair to say that the public understands the fact that funding is closely tied to improving student achievement and is aware that lack of funding is currently a major concern.
